English and its others : towards an ethics of transculturation by Kostogriz, Alex & Doecke, Brenton
	 	
	
 
This is the published version 
 
Kostogriz, Alex and Doecke, Brenton 2008, English and its others : towards 
an ethics of transculturation, Changing English, vol. 15, no. 3, pp. 259-274. 
 
 
 
 
 
Available from Deakin Research Online 
 
http://hdl.handle.net/10536/DRO/DU:30024392	
	
	
 
 
 
 
Reproduced with the kind permission of the copyright owner 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Copyright: 2008, Taylor and Francis 
 
 
 
  
PLEASE SCROLL DOWN FOR ARTICLE
This article was downloaded by: [Deakin University]
On: 20 May 2010
Access details: Access Details: [subscription number 907464590]
Publisher Routledge
Informa Ltd Registered in England and Wales Registered Number: 1072954 Registered office: Mortimer House, 37-
41 Mortimer Street, London W1T 3JH, UK
Changing English
Publication details, including instructions for authors and subscription information:
http://www.informaworld.com/smpp/title~content=t713410430
English and its Others: Towards an Ethics of Transculturation
Alex Kostogriz a;Brenton Doecke a
a Faculty of Education, Monash University, Victoria, Australia
To cite this Article Kostogriz, Alex andDoecke, Brenton(2008) 'English and its Others: Towards an Ethics of
Transculturation', Changing English, 15: 3, 259 — 274
To link to this Article: DOI: 10.1080/13586840802364194
URL: http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/13586840802364194
Full terms and conditions of use: http://www.informaworld.com/terms-and-conditions-of-access.pdf
This article may be used for research, teaching and private study purposes. Any substantial or
systematic reproduction, re-distribution, re-selling, loan or sub-licensing, systematic supply or
distribution in any form to anyone is expressly forbidden.
The publisher does not give any warranty express or implied or make any representation that the contents
will be complete or accurate or up to date. The accuracy of any instructions, formulae and drug doses
should be independently verified with primary sources. The publisher shall not be liable for any loss,
actions, claims, proceedings, demand or costs or damages whatsoever or howsoever caused arising directly
or indirectly in connection with or arising out of the use of this material.
English and its Others: Towards an Ethics of Transculturation
Alex Kostogriz* and Brenton Doecke
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[L] anguage and cultural diversity is language and class writ large. (Rosen 1982, 20)
The possibility of an immoral world is included … in the conditions of morality.
(Levinas 1990, 77)
Introduction
Recently English teachers in Australia have been subjected to a barrage of media
coverage, becoming the brunt of a string of attacks about supposedly declining
literacy standards. This has prompted many language educators to try to develop a
perspective on the present moment that might gesture beyond the immediacy of
newspaper headlines and open up other ways of understanding the here and now
(Doecke, Howie, and Sawyer 2006, 1–3). This essay can be located within this
burgeoning critique of the tyranny of common sense imposed by media pundits and
populist politicians. A key way of developing a perspective on the present is by re-
engaging with the past, to recognise that there is no valid understanding of the
present that is not mediated by the past. We are thinking, specifically, of the moment
of the International English Teachers’ Conference in Sydney in 1980, which might
arguably be seen as the high point of ‘progressivism’ or the ‘new’ English in
Australia. We are not, however, proposing to reconstruct this moment (interesting
though such a project might be). Our aim is to conduct a dialogue across the
intervening decades, to resume a conversation that might resonate beyond the mono-
lingual world of neo-liberal ideology, and thus reaffirm the potential of teaching and
learning within a situation of increasing cultural diversity.
We shall briefly engage with the works of Britton, Rosen, Barnes and others
associated with ‘progressivism’ or the ‘new’ English (Boomer 1973, 67–68, 75) in a
dialogical spirit – we are resuming a conversation after a long time, acknowledging
the gap between their historical moment and our own, and the unique nature of the
(neo-liberal) policy landscape in which we are currently operating. Bakhtin shows
how ideological struggle ‘complicates the path of any word toward its object’
(Bakhtin 1981, 281), and this should caution us against making a naı¨ve attempt to
argue the relevance of their writing or its status as knowledge today. Rosen’s
comment in his 1980 address, that ‘language and cultural diversity is language and
class writ large’ (Rosen 1982, 20), would no doubt sound strange to many ears today.
We are living through an historical moment when it has become almost impossible to
make this equation. ‘Common sense’ (as constructed by the popular media and other
apparatuses) dictates that every child should be ‘literate’, and that we all know what
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‘literacy’ is. To argue otherwise is to risk being caricatured as hopelessly stuck in the
past.
As one example of the intersection between the work of English and Australian
educators during the 1970s and 1980s, we need only look at the notion that ‘a
curriculum must be negotiable, that in-school and out-of-school learning should be
inseparable parts of one pattern’ (Britton 1982, 3). Educators in both England and
Australia seized on the difference between a formal curriculum designed for
producing subjects who all spoke ‘standard’ English and an enacted curriculum
embracing the languages that children bring with them to school. As Barnes puts it, a
curriculum made up only of a teacher’s intentions ‘would be an insubstantial thing
from which nobody would learn much’ (Barnes 1975/1992, 14).
Barnes’s point was that the difference between the intended curriculum and the
enacted curriculum need not be construed negatively, as signalling some kind of
breakdown in communication between teachers and their pupils. To the contrary,
for many leading educators in Australia during the post-war period this difference
has opened up opportunities for engaging students in far richer experiences than
those mapped out by any formal curriculum. Indeed, this is arguably one of the key
emphases of the ‘progressivism’ of the 1970s and 1980s. Rather than a sign of failure
to communicate with students, educators in Australia in the post-World War II era
have seen the disjunction between the intended curriculum and the enacted one as
opening up potential for richer communication and play. They have argued the need
to negotiate the curriculum, making classrooms into sites where students are able to
bring their experiences and values and use them as a basis for creating new
understandings, new knowledge (Boomer 1982; Boomer et al. 1992; Britton 1982).
But at this point, we want to draw a line under these generalisations and to
acknowledge that English teaching as it has been enacted around Australia has not
always reflected the kind of communicative situations evoked by this affirmation of
the need for negotiation. Barnes’s own propositions about the role of language in
learning exist in a curious tension with the archetypal classroom he describes at the
beginning of his study, where he invokes school as a social space characterised by all
manner of conventions and constraints. Schools are places where ‘people talk to one
another’ (‘nothing could be more obvious’), but the talk is of a certain kind:
We eavesdrop on one lesson and notice that although there is only one adult in the
room, she seems to be talking more than all the children together. She is the centre of
everybody’s attention: she asks many questions, and demands answers as of right.
‘What other ways are there of measuring it?’ she asks, and goes on urgently, ‘Come on.
More hands up. Have you all gone to sleep?’ In spite of the urgency she seems to know
the answer already, for she dismisses several suggestions until one comes which she
greets with, ‘That’s it. Good answer, John.’ (Barnes 1975/1992, 11)
Barnes’s theorising about the ‘intended’ curriculum as distinct from the ‘enacted’
one, ‘action learning’ as distinct from ‘school learning’, produces tentative
generalisations about what might be, based on the potential he glimpses in the
modest examples of small-group discussions he analyses in his study (see Barnes
1975/1992, 34–78). The classroom exchanges presented in the first few pages of his
study clearly remain more typical of classrooms than the moments of collaborative
construction of knowledge that he describes.
So in Australia, the rich traditions of English curriculum and pedagogy that
have emerged in the post-war period should be understood against the backdrop of
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long-standing institutional practices that have proved to be remarkably resilient. The
state school systems around Australia have typically been under-resourced, with
teachers forced to grapple with poor working conditions and mandates designed for
regulatory purposes, including streaming students into pathways for which they
show the most aptitude, and the privileging of a narrow range of literate practices
(cf. Connell 1993; Teese 2000; Clyne 2005; Kostogriz 2005a). Any teacher who has
tried to implement alternative models of classroom interaction and negotiation has
been obliged to recognise how any change to curriculum and pedagogy continues to
be shaped by traditional structures and constructions of English teaching, by deep-
seated views about what it means to ‘do’ English. They have been forced to
acknowledge that the difference between what ‘is’ and what ‘ought to be’ can be
bridged only through the most complex mediations between established institutional
practices and alternative approaches.
This difference manifests itself in the mismatches between the norms imposed
by mandated curriculum and assessment and the diversity of students who actually
come into classrooms. Rather than being driven by a vision of the potential of
young people, of what they might be capable of doing, given the right scaffolding or
support, the educational systems in Australia have typically operated as
apparatuses for testing students, for classifying them according to what they
can do. Vygotskian understandings of the socio-culturally embedded nature of
language and learning, which obviously provide a framework for the work of
theorists like Britton and Barnes (cf. Britton 1982, 3–4; Barnes 1975/1992, 100–
101), as well as some of the best curriculum development that has occurred in
Australia, have undoubtedly shaped the work of leading educators, but these
understandings have always conflicted with a narrow, psychologistic view of
learning, as something that merely occurs inside a person’s head. The paradox is
that it is arguably the latter view which has more commonly been enacted in
Australian schools, while the former has been what has been thought (and even then
only by what Boomer characteristically called ‘the militant voices of English
teaching in Australia, the people who, with ever-increasing teacher support, have
led the ‘‘revolution’’’ [Boomer 1973, 66]).
Britton and Rosen capture the contradictory nature of English teaching as a
cultural project in the papers they delivered at the 1980 International Conference
in Sydney. This was conceptualised as a follow-up conference to Dartmouth,
enabling teachers of English from a range of national settings ‘to investigate
together matters of mutual interest and concern’ (Eagleson 1982, ix). Britton
challenges the assumption that ‘a sharp distinction’ must be drawn ‘between the
language of the home and the street and the language the school is trying to
achieve’ (p. 2). Against this version of English (recognizable in the Newbolt
Report, in George Sampson’s English for the English, and countless other
documents), Britton affirms the priority of social relationships and the way those
relationships are mediated by language. Language is not simply a vehicle to get
things done, but plays multiple roles in our daily lives, as ‘we chat or gossip about
the day’s events’, ‘reviewing, rehearsing, reconstructing, contemplating past
events, as we share experiences, and seek to affirm those values we hold in
common’ (p. 6). Schools are places for ‘talking and writing’, for a curriculum that
‘must be negotiable’, where ‘in-school and out-of-school learning should be
inseparable parts of one pattern’ (p. 3). This is a vision of the centrality of
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language as a vehicle whereby children ‘make sense of the world’ and explore the
possibilities available to them (p. 2).
For all the force of Britton’s vision, it is then salutary to read Rosen’s address
(1982) and find him effectively throwing such large claims about ‘the validity of the
pupil’s own language and experience’ into relief by observing that ‘in practice’ such
an ideal ‘remains a project, a policy, a programme rather than an informing idea
permeating the life of our schools’ (p. 13). His targets are the same as Britton’s, most
notably those advocates of culture as a ‘monolithic entity’ (p. 16) who discount the
diverse experiences and values of people as they live their lives and engage in the
situations in which they find themselves. It is, he writes:
… unhelpful to talk about a culture, whatever we mean by that word. We certainly need
to go beyond that mindless chauvinistic use of the term which suggests that in our
complex, class-divided societies there is something which we all share called a national
(British, English, Australian, etc.) culture, a notion which can itself be used as a symbol,
an ideological rallying cry with which to stir or alarm, as when we are warned in Britain
of alien tidal waves which will overwhelm our culture. (pp. 15–16)
His point, however, is that such a monolithic view persists when we ‘set out
induction into the ‘‘national’’ (or ‘‘mainstream’’) culture as a goal for minorities, or
when we speak of children being between two cultures as though they were shuttling
to and fro between two clearly defined sets of meanings, values and practices’ (p. 13).
He provocatively challenges accepted accounts of the history of ‘mass education in
nineteenth-century Europe’ by asserting that ‘it was never designed to teach the
mother tongue’, but in some instances to explicitly suppress ‘mother tongues …
patois and vernaculars of all kinds’. The British version of this was ‘an attempt to
impose standard English’, which ‘was as like the English vernacular as consomme´ is
to pea-soup’ (Rosen 1982, 19).
These texts provide powerful examples of the way English and Australian
debates about English curriculum and pedagogy have intersected over the years.
Written at the very moment when Thatcher had become UK Prime Minister in the
United Kingdom, they convey a sense of radical defiance in the face of the emergence
of ‘Thatcherism’ or neo-liberal ideology. Yet they are also a strange echo of the past,
signifying a moment of defeat.
We are writing at a time when the ‘New’ English or so-called ‘progressivism’
has been defeated, indeed when the English teaching profession as a whole has
manifestly failed to meet the challenge of diversity. The 1980s was simultaneously
the ‘coming of age in Australia’, a sign of the way ‘progressivism’ loomed large in
‘the national consciousness of English teachers’ (to borrow words from an essay
written earlier by Garth Boomer [Boomer 1973, 66]), and a moment when critiques
of this ‘new orthodoxy’ (Boomer 1973, 74) began to emerge, both from
policymakers and within the English education community itself. Why has the
‘progressivist’ vision of English as catering for diversity been defeated? How might
we begin to reaffirm the value of diversity vis-a`-vis the dreadful sameness now
being imposed by neo-liberal ideology? To answer these questions, we shall firstly
review the larger policy framework for English curriculum and pedagogy in
Australia, and specifically Australia’s commitment to multiculturalism, teasing out
the contradictory nature of this policy. We shall then attempt to arrive at a new
understanding of the challenge of English and its Others by drawing on Bakhtin’s
concept of dialogical ethics.
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Teaching English in multicultural conditions
The challenges that English language and literacy educators currently face in
Australia need to be understood within the broader context of educational
policymaking. We are interested specifically in how Australia’s commitment to
being a multicultural nation-state (which was implemented as an official policy by
successive Federal governments during the 1970s and 1980s) has influenced the
mapping and orientation of what counts as English language and literacy education.
How has multicultural state politics affected the way English and its Others have
been conceived in and through education in Australia?
This is not to suppose that the nation is a bounded space of educational
policymaking. To the contrary, national educational policy can only be fully
understood relationally (cf. Doecke, Howie, and Sawyer 2006; Kostogriz 2007), as a
function of geopolitical developments and events in the Asia-Pacific region and
globally. We shall argue that the cultural politics of English education in Australia is
crucially bound up with strategy for managing diverse ethnic populations, as a way
of mediating the relationship between the cultural majority and cultural minorities in
the interests of that majority within the context of regional and global trends,
including the influx of refugee populations in Australia since the 1980s. This has
been the case, even when such politics have supposedly championed ethnic diversity
in the name of ‘multiculturalism’. As such, English teaching is haunted by the history
of Australia’s engagement with the Other – that is, by the spectre of proximal and
distant ‘strangers’. In the current conditions of cultural complexity, the politics of
English education both filters its colonial inheritance and reappropriates it as a
strategy for dealing with ‘multicultural Others’. ‘Hauntology’, in a Derridean sense,
can explain some pitfalls of Australian multiculturalism and ambiguities in English
education (Derrida 1994).
Although much has been done to ensure equal access of minority groups to basic
rights, state multiculturalism in Australia has been built around a cultural core that
is exclusionary and divisive. It is this core that has enabled the cultural majority to
claim the monopoly in defining what counts as Australianness, as well as being the
final arbiter of all cultural-linguistic rights and moral values. Multicultural policies
have failed, by and large, to trigger critical self-reflexivity and open-minded dialogue
between cultures. As a result, the core remains the main point of reference in
perceiving differences as ‘nothing more than minority cultures whom it would ‘‘grant’’
such rights as it unilaterally determines’ (Parekh 1999, 74).
In the current climate, the matters of cultural and social inequalities and cultural-
religious tensions have become more apparent, particularly due to the war against
terrorism and domestic security measures. All these developments have shifted the
focus from building an egalitarian nation to making the community cohesive, with
many even suggesting the abandonment of state multiculturalism and a return to
assimilation that would require certain minority groups to make greater efforts to
adapt to the norms and values of Australian society. Discourses of assimilation have
come to dominate political debates in Australia and elsewhere, leading to recasting
citizenship laws according to security considerations and the reformulation of
national identities as culturally exclusive.
Of interest to us here is the discourse of ‘moral panics’ as it has unfolded in the
Australian media, which has involved condemning existing English curriculum as
postmodernist ‘gobbledygook’ and leftist ‘rubbish’ that has led to a decline in
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literacy standards (Donnelly 2006a; see also Doecke, Howie, and Sawyer 2006). This
‘moral panic’ undoubtedly constitutes a significant historical moment in the cultural
politics of education, privileging a particular vision of the curriculum (i.e., what
students should know and be able to do) and legitimising accountability regimes to
monitor teachers’ performance (i.e. what and how they should teach). Two things are
important in this regard: first, the role of New Right alliances in influencing public
opinion about teaching and in defining ‘problems’ in education and, second, the role
of the media in ascribing authority to neo-conservative pundits as experts who
supposedly know what and how teachers should teach. The expert advice these
commentators have to offer, however, is rather simple; they are essentially calling for
a more ‘basic’ approach to language and literacy that will ensure the development of
decoding/encoding skills and the transmission of the literary canon (DEST 2005,
262; Donnelly 2008). This is to wind the clock back, well beyond the moment of
‘progressivism’ to an idealised moment when students sat in serried rows and
obediently listened to their teachers. Education is deemed by these experts to be
successful when students come to identify with dominant social and cultural
discourses and knowledge(s) rather than engaging with them critically. The return to
the basics in language and literacy education is a form of ‘hauntology’ (Derrida
1994) that is arguably inseparable from the lingering culture of assimilation and
normalisation, reflecting an almost desperate desire for order and unease with
difference.
The paradox is that at a moment when classrooms are becoming increasingly
culturally diverse, schools are being required to teach in a way that discourages
difference. This neo-conservative vision of education entails a typically modern
design of dealing with difference through national(ist) order-making. As Bauman
(1991, 63) once put it, ‘the [modern] nation state is designed primarily to deal with
the problem of strangers’, implementing both strategies of assimilation and
exclusion. These strategies are central to the process of nation-building described
by Anderson (1991) as ‘imagining’ sameness by homogenising differences and – for
there are always limits to inclusion – expelling strangers to cultural ghettoes and
public housing estates. Needless to say, language and literacy education plays a
crucial role in managing differences.
Ten years ago, there was more or less consensus in defining the national space of
Australia as a culturally diverse, tolerant and open society. The early days of the
Howard government saw a reaffirmation of Australian nationality as something that
was no longer defined by racial exclusion. Subsequently, events like the Tampa
‘crisis’, 9/11 and Bali put the issues of public safety, multiculturalism and strangers at
the forefront of political debates. As a result, Australia is now witnessing a
resurgence of old metanarratives evoking an idea of original cultural purity that
must be protected from ‘attack’. To preserve national cohesion, it is necessary to
reaffirm ‘our’ shared values. This is the view of a neo-conservative critic like Kevin
Donnelly (2006b, 8), who regularly declares his pride in Australia’s ‘long and proud
history of democratic freedom based on the Westminster parliamentary system and
English common law’, Australia’s Anglo-Celtic tradition, and ‘an industrial and
economic system that guarantees a fair go for all’. He continues: ‘instead of
celebrating Australia’s Western tradition, students are told we have always been
multicultural and that all cultures are of equal value. Feel guilty about the sins of the
past, students are told’. To rectify this cultural crisis, Donnelly (2006b) advocates a
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return to so-called literary ‘classics’. People are supposed to believe that before
multiculturalism everything was perfectly ordered, controlled and fair. Re-imagining
the curriculum from this position becomes a key strategy in managing the perceived
cultural risks of living in a polyvocal and heterogeneous society. Donnelly’s (2006c)
recipe for managing such risks is to instill ‘classic consciousness’ into strangers’
heads.
This in itself is hardly a new approach to cultural ‘order-making’. Arguably, the
case of educating the Aboriginal population in Australia is the most vivid example of
its failures and contradictions, and it might be used as a small window on dominant
trends within language education in Australia at the current moment. Teaching
English to Indigenous people has been a central concern of Australian governments
for years. There have been multiple attempts to make it work, and so far no initiative
has been successful. This is because these attempts have always contained the seeds
of a ‘colonial’ English education. An interesting historical moment in this respect
occurred in the 1970s and 1980s, when there was a radical shift from assimilationist
policies to cultural models that would enable Indigenous students to maintain their
cultural values and still participate effectively in society. Focusing on real-life,
context- and culture-specific practices, research pointed to the failure of conven-
tional Western schooling to accommodate effectively Aboriginal ways of learning
(see Harris 1980, 1984). But even though this research raised language educators’
awareness of cultural difference and mapped an alternative ‘Both Ways’ approach to
teaching, it also represented a particular anthropological model of ‘culture’ that
essentialised Indigenous culture as inherently incompatible and radically different
from Western culture (Mishra 1996; Nicholls, Crowley, and Watt 1996). This in turn
has been seen as implicitly contributing to an ideology of cultural binarism and
racism that relates to ‘the identification of such slippery categories as ‘Western
knowledge’ and ‘Indigenous knowledge’ (McConaghy 2000, 10). Subsequently, there
have been calls to move away from such disempowering ‘culturalism’ to the
empowerment of communities through access to the discourses in English.
Here lies a paradox of English language education, which Janks (2004) defines as
the ‘access paradox’. As Janks argues, many literacy educators see the provision of
access to dominant literacy practices as a way of empowering the marginalised and
the disadvantaged. This belief derives from their sense of moral responsibility for
educating the Other. Yet the ‘access paradox’ lies precisely in the following
contradiction: ‘if you provide more people with access to the dominant variety of the
dominant language [and literacy], you contribute to perpetuating and increasing its
dominance. If, on the other hand, you deny students access, you perpetuate their
marginalisation in a society that continues to recognise this language as a mark of
distinction’ (Janks 2004, 33). This contradiction is particularly visible in the
Accelerated Literacy approach, developed by Brian Gray and Wendy Cowey to
teach English in Aboriginal schools (Gray 2007).
Drawing on systemic functional linguistics and selectively appropriating
concepts from Vygotskian understandings of language learning, these researchers
have developed a model of providing access to Standard Australian English and
literacy as a way of empowering Indigenous students. Central to this pedagogical
framework has been a process of scaffolding students’ learning of Western ‘literate
discourses’, whereby they are given access to what Gray calls ‘the intentionality’ of
selected ‘literate’ texts (Gray 2007). Texts that are chosen to model ‘literate’
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discourse – selected titles comprise Mouse Tales by Arnold Lobel and Nails by Paul
Jennings, among others (see Cowey 2007; Parkin 2007) – effectively exclude
discourses that Indigenous students bring to the classroom. Indigenous textual
practices ‘are generally not those that are required for effective participation within
the academic/literate discourses needed for educational success’ (Gray 2007, 7). By
devaluing the cultural, linguistic and textual lifeworlds of these students, it is then
more convenient to present English and literacy as something that enables
‘decontextualised rationality’ and literate discourse as a ‘secret language’ that
affords empowerment (Gray 2007, 7).
A critique of such ‘decontextualised’ literacy is provided by Brian Street, who
argues that reading and writing practices (i.e. ‘literate’ discourses) can be adequately
understood only if they are situated within the contexts of their use (Street 1984,
1993, 2005). In this regard, ‘intentionality’ in literate discourse and the associated
linguistic resources are never ‘neutral’ or unproblematically shared, but are always
already ‘ideological’. Intentionality is situated in specific social and cultural domains
of meaning-making, as people produce and use texts for particular purposes. As
Australian Indigenous scholar Martin Nakata (2000, 116) argues, ‘the concept of
situated practice [advocated by Street and others] allows for the inclusion of
[Indigenous] lifeworlds and experiences … It recognizes as well the complexities of
these lifeworlds and their endless and changing intersections’.
At the same time, Nakata is a strong proponent of overt literacy instruction and
the development of metalanguage as the crucial (and often missing) elements in
helping Indigenous students to unravel confusion as they learn English literacy. He
argues that overt instruction is strategically crucial for Indigenous students, but it
should connect ‘the importance of contextualisation of learning experiences to
conscious understanding of elements of language meaning and design’ (Nakata 2000,
116). If written texts are decontextualised and thus alien to readers, teachers should
provide scaffolding or support that is balanced by a process of recontextualisation,
enabling readers to appropriate words and meanings from the literate discourse and
relocate them within their own worlds of experience (Bakhtin 1981; Brandt 2001;
Ricoeur 1976).
Regarding the contradictory moralism of empowerment through assimilation,
we must reaffirm the capacity of English teaching to embrace diversity, not simply in
the form of the bright colours and display of ‘multicultural’ days, but by challenging
monolingualism and the ideology of ‘standard’ English (cf. Miller 2007). To do this,
however, more is required than the intellectual resources provided by ‘progressivism’
– it is impossible to walk away from its defeat. Parekh’s perspective on intercultural
communication might be worthwhile, in this regard, as a way into thinking about
multicultural possibilities in language and literacy education:
However rich it might be, no culture embodies all that is valuable in human life and
develops the full range of human possibilities. Different cultures thus correct and
complement each other, expand each other’s horizon of thought and alert each other to
new forms of human fulfilment. The value of other cultures is independent of whether or
not they are options for us. Indeed they are often valuable precisely because they are
not. Its inassimilable otherness challenges us intellectually and morally, stretches our
imagination, and compels us to recognize the limits of our categories of thought.
(Parekh 2000, 167)
The value of cultural difference lies precisely in its ability to trigger one’s critical self-
reflexivity when entering intercultural dialogue. But for this to happen, difference
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should be conceived as opening up possibilities for social good rather than as a
threat. This means that education should foster openness to the Other and critical
self-reflection as essential dispositions for learning and living in multicultural
conditions. Such an education is neither a form of political correctness nor a practice
of indoctrination into moral universals (such as the ‘universals’ that have emerged
out of the peculiar combination of neo-liberal capitalist and democratic populist
morality). Rather, we need to situate ethics in everyday events, in the dialogical
encounters between self and the Other that occur within classrooms and other social
settings.
This brings our discussion to a consideration of the role that a dialogical ethics
might play in English education today as an alternative to current forms of political
moralism in schooling the Other. In the next section, we shall argue the need to
reconceptualise the project of English in the form of a dialogical ethics.
Rethinking the ethics of English teaching
There are differences between the morality of state multiculturalism, as this has
characteristically shaped English education, and the situated ethics of teaching to
and for difference. The morality of ‘top-down’ multicultural policies positions
English educators as recognising and tolerating difference, while at the same time
accepting accountability for assimilating and integrating strangers into ‘our’ society.
And – paradoxically – this agenda is evident in discourses of empowerment, in the
rhetoric of providing access to dominant discourses, both in teaching English as
‘mother tongue’ and as second-language education. Whether this takes the form of
so-called genre pedagogy or more traditional ‘back to basics’ approaches, good
education is equated with acquiring knowledge and skills that would allow students
to take their place in the economy. Students’ futures are seen to be inextricably
bound up with their ability to contribute to economic productivity, conceived in neo-
liberal terms, thus sidestepping any recognition of other social and cultural
possibilities. What students might become – all this has been settled beforehand.
Mired in a sterile culture of individualism (Elliot and Lemert 2006), neo-liberalism
precludes any acknowledgement of forms of sociability that might provide an
alternative to existing social relations. English education is thus cursed to repeat and
be haunted by its past, unless it can transcend the moralism of modernity and find
ways of acting ethically towards the Other. Changing English education is a matter
of opening it up to the infinite alterity of the Other, an alterity that ultimately
challenges its inherent political and pedagogical monologism and its emphasis on
empowerment as a moral justification of assimilation.
The shift that has occurred in Australia in recent decades, from a xenophobic
bastion of British culture and colonial racism to multiculturalism founded on the
recognition of ethnic, cultural and linguistic difference, has undoubtedly been of
immense significance. And there is likewise no doubt that this change has prompted
some educators and researchers to focus more centrally on the relations between
students’ diverse cultural-textual practices, multiple identities and heterotopic
learning spaces in order to understand better the way they engage in schooling.
Some of the more generative work of ‘progressivist’ educators is due to the ways they
have engaged with diversity, although there have subsequently been other educators
and researchers in Australia (e.g. those associated with the ‘genre’ school and ‘critical
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literacy’) who have explored the connections between language and learning,
sometimes by offering vigorous critiques of ‘progressivist’ understandings. Yet,
sitting beneath all these concerns, there remains a question of ethical teaching. As we
have demonstrated, recognition of difference in itself does not guarantee the
redistribution of cultural capital in English education. For this to be addressed,
the politics of recognition (and its moralism) needs to be problematised from the
perspective of an ethical practice. Dialogical ethics is particularly helpful in this
regard, as it is a form of non-foundational ethics that challenges one’s own
self-closedness, and hence one’s cultural monologism, in recognising and teaching
the Other.
Bakhtin and Buber, Levinas and Derrida, Husserl and Jaspers – these are just
some of the philosophers who provide a basis for challenging the moralism that is
still central to the political framing of education in multicultural conditions. Here,
however, we would like to briefly engage with Bakhtin, whose scholarship has been
increasingly recognised and appropriated both in English as mother tongue and as
second-language education (Ball and Warshauer Freedman 2004; Hall, Vitanova,
and Marchenkova 2005; Kostogriz and Doecke 2007). His concepts of ‘dialogism’,
‘polyphony’, ‘heteroglossia’, ‘chronotope’, ‘genre’, ‘carnival’, ‘unfinalizability’ and
others have been used productively over the last three decades to think about
language education differently. However, the concept of ‘the Other’ is probably most
central to his philosophy of language, culture and being.
In his early work, Towards a Philosophy of the Act, Bakhtin argues that classical
German philosophy produced some key categories for understanding human
subjectivity and consciousness, offering a relational perspective on being by
exploring connections between the subject and the world. But for all the
achievements associated with the names of philosophers like Kant and Hegel, the
concept of ‘the Other’ as a sovereign being is either completely absent or, at best,
presented as an ‘object’ in their work. Their understanding of subject–object
relations excludes dialogicality, in principle, for the consciousness of the self is
entirely directed towards the knowing of objectified others or alien cultures.
For Bakhtin, such a stance is problematical as it produces an abstract-theoretical
and self-governing world in which there is no place for a responsible (and response-
able) understanding of the Other. Bakhtin (1993) rejects such a standpoint for its
inherent monologism, arguing that any attempt to understand co-being mono-
logically and perceive other people through the prism of an abstract-theoretical
consciousness as mere objects is unacceptable. No practical orientation of one’s life
is conceivable in the world of abstract thought; one cannot leave there and act
responsibly, for the concrete and unique self and the Other are in principle absent
from that world:
[T]his concept of being … cannot determine my life as an answerable performing of
deeds, it cannot provide any criteria for the life of practice, the life of the deed, for it is
not the Being in which I live, and, if it were the only Being, I would not exist. (Bakhtin
1993, 9, original emphasis)
For Bakhtin, the concept of the self starts with the Other, and not with the I. The self
cannot escape contact with the Other, for to live is to be for the Other, be immersed
in the Other and, through that, to be for oneself and understand one’s self. By
concentrating on the relations between self and the Other, Bakhtin transcends the
self-sufficient subject as a locus of moral deeds. Because the autonomous subject is
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posited outside its location within life as it is lived day-by-day, there is no way that it
can respond ethically to the call of the Other. Rather, the subject sees Otherness as a
hindrance to its autonomy and freedom.
At the same time, Bakhtin’s emphasis on being-for-the-Other takes the form of
neither crude socio-centrism nor faceless collectivism. As he argues, ‘if I actually lost
myself in the other (instead of two participants there would be one – an
impoverishment of Being), i.e., if I ceased to be unique, then this moment of my
not-being cannot become a moment in the being of consciousness’ (Bakhtin 1993,
16). The unity of being, as a dialogical relation with the Other, creates a unique point
from which a responsible act can be performed. This act is a once-occurrent and
unique event anchored in the situated nature of a dialogical encounter between self
and the Other, where one answers to the call of the concrete Other in the here and
now, from a particular point in their co-being and in full acknowledgement of the
world they share with one another.
Bakhtin’s emphasis on the situated nature of an ethical act, on its uniqueness and
singularity, means that one cannot escape responsibility for one’s deeds by hiding
behind a law, an ideology, or principle. In the singularity of being-as-event, one cannot
justify the deed by deploying some foundational and abstract principles of ethical
behaviour. Rather, as Bakhtin (1993, 40) argues, I am always already responsible due
to the fact of ‘my non-alibi in Being, which underlies the concrete and once-occurrent
ought of the answerably performed act’ (original emphasis). Non-alibi in Being is not
something that one can know of or cognise; it is ‘participatively’ experienced as an
obligation towards the Other.
Bakhtin thus offers an alternative, in which neither the self nor the Other
remain the same in a dialogical encounter, nor can they attempt to negate each
other through cultural assimilation or domination. Even though their encounter
may involve a clash of different meanings or ideologies, the self cannot negate the
Other completely because alterity is the main source of self-understanding. From
the point of view of recognitive ethics, one cannot negate the worldview of the
Other, because negating the Other’s way of being would effectively mean negating
the foundation of one’s own existence. To engage in dialogue productively and to
see it as a mutually enriching event, is to listen and be open to the Other,
recognising oneself as answerable for the existence of difference. The Other is the
origin of our own existence, for we become conscious of ourselves only while
revealing ourselves to another, through another, and with the help of another
(Bakhtin 1984).
English language and literacy education in multicultural conditions therefore
cannot avoid its engagement with the ethics of teaching. If teachers experience
ethical dilemmas in their everyday encounters with difference, then to make
education ‘hospitable’ to the Other would require a transposition of dialogical ethics
on a larger scale. Thinking about the heteroglossic nature of a multicultural nation-
state, Bakhtin argues that any culture contains dialogicality as a principle of
communication with other cultures. Hence, his discussion of dialogical ethics at the
intersubjective level also applies to the larger socio-cultural and intercultural planes.
Heteroglossia and polyphony, in Bakhtin’s view, are the driving forces of cultural
architectonics in such cases. Culture as a dynamic semiotic system is characterised by
the flow of texts, signs and other representations between the multiple and shifting
poles of sameness and difference, centres and margins.
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Thinking along these lines, Bakhtin, however, never depersonalises answer-
ability. He conceptualises the socio-cultural plane to situate meaning-making in
the world (e.g. cultural understanding), rather than to explain the world itself.
Consequently, it is the concrete people who are ultimately answerable to the
cultural Otherness. This is the domain of cultural politics that Bakhtin locates in
the space of in-betweenness or ‘outsidedness’. If ethics as the ‘first philosophy’
should drive politics, then the ethics of recognition can be helpful in thinking
about the politics of cultural redistribution through transculturation.
Outsidedness is a location where such a political act can occur. This would be
an act of distancing from one’s cultural core, an act of hospitality to another
culture:
In order to understand, it is immensely important for the person who understands to be
located outside the object of his or her creative understanding – in time, in space, in
culture … In the realm of culture, outsidedness is the most powerful factor in
understanding. It is only through the eyes of another culture that foreign culture reveals
itself fully and profoundly. (Bakhtin 1986, 7, original emphasis)
Outsidedness – a space between self and the Other – is for Bakhtin the only location
where a genuine dialogue between differences can take place and, in turn, where new
transcultural meanings can be created. This is a Thirdspace of dialogical meaning-
making that transcends the initial, finalised or closed perspective of either self or the
Other (Kostogriz 2005b). For Bakhtin, this is a location of actual transformation of
perspectives that is realised in opening up a new semantic depth of meaning. His
position on transculturation acquires a paramount significance for teaching English
to the Other ethically.
Such transculturation is an alternative to existing frameworks of education
that presuppose a unified ‘we-horizon’ (Husserl 1970) and view the Other as a
threat to cultural order. As we have indicated, the production of order in
multicultural conditions, through a hegemonic cultural literacy, betrays an
unresolved contradiction in the nation-building project. Rather than embracing
difference, the focus has essentially remained on a cultural core or community
founded on the principles of mutual understanding and unity. This project is
inherently exclusive, as the idea of cultural purity (and cultural literacy) both
establishes the limits to incorporation and triggers a search for ever new
strangers who do not fit within an image of the community that is being
imagined (Bauman 1997).
By contrast, transcultural education is open to differences and views them as
mutually enriching. For this reason, the focus on transcultural spaces of meaning-
making – between ‘us’ and ‘them’ – becomes increasingly important for imagining
principles of language and literacy pedagogy that might enable students to
understand and negotiate differences, their connectedness and meaning-making
practices in dialogue, on the cultural crossroads. As Pratt (1998, 184) emphasises,
our job is ‘to figure out how to make that crossroads the best site for learning that it
can be’, looking for the ‘pedagogical arts of the contact zone’ in order to foster a
dialogue between differences. Those cultural contact zones have become increasingly
visible to us in recent years, as state schools in Australia have grappled with the
influx of refugees, but only as bitterly contested spaces. This should prompt us to
increase our scholarly and political efforts in conceptualising a pedagogy of
transculturation.
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Conclusion
We started this article with a reflection on the International English Teachers’
Conference in Sydney in 1980. This was a significant historical moment in English
education that reaffirmed the value of the dialogue between language educators in
Australia and the Great Britain, as well as signalling some common issues with
which they were faced, in particular the challenge of cultural diversity. Rosen’s
reference to the relationship between language, cultural difference and social class
did not sound strange for the Australian audience at that point in time, as ethnic
minorities in Australia were largely working-class. Indeed, in the 1970s and 1980s,
struggles for recognition of cultural, linguistic and social difference in Australia
seemed to be charged with the promise of emancipation. These struggles were
closely linked to the labour movement, and demands for the recognition of
linguistic and cultural rights were deeply imbricated with struggles against
economic inequality.
Arguably, in such a context many language educators aspired to take account of
hitherto denied cultural differences, bringing a culturally richer and socially situated
dimension to curriculum design and English language pedagogy. This agenda
required alternative ways of ‘seeing’ classrooms and new pedagogies to counter the
exclusionary practices of ‘English for the English’. Progressivists argued the need for
language classrooms to be sites for diversity. For all the richness of their insights, it
has not been our intention to simply assert the continuing relevance of their work to
the current moment, as though the ‘truth’ is there for all to see. Their work is the
product of a different historical moment, a different set of debates than those which
are occurring at present, and there can be no question of mechanically applying it to
existing conditions. Yet, they nonetheless understood cultural diversity differently
from the way that it has been constructed by standards-based reforms. We can build
on that recognition, reaffirming the need to think differently about diversity.
Hence, in this paper we have attempted to address the question of ethical teaching of
English to the Other. Why is this question important in Australia today? By raising this
question, we are noting that there has been a steady drift away from the idea of an
egalitarian multicultural society to a neo-liberal and neo-conservative model of state
governmentality that, along with its top-down policies, rhetorical assault on
egalitarianism, and a culturally purified national imaginary, permeates various
discourses on English language and literacy education. This clearly signals the preferred
ways of managing ‘multicultural Others’, both to educators and to the general public.
As Australia experiences a remarkable demographic change, particularly in
metropolitan cities, neo-conservative forces are increasing their efforts to define and
defend the cultural core, rather than engaging with its redefinition and finding new and
productive ways of addressing cultural and ethnic complexities. Though the cultural
core practices and values may resonate with many people and even trigger nostalgic
investment in Englishness, it is simply problematic for education to sustain a
‘minoritarian impulse’ in teaching English to Others. Framing the curriculum around
dominant cultural literacy and discourses, as a way of empowering others and as a
moral justification for their assimilation, is not feasible in these circumstances.
Therefore, this paper affirms a need for a shift from the contradictory moralism of
empowerment to a dialogical ethics of teaching and learning English language and
literacy, so that students and teachers can obtain a critical distance from their cultural
bearings as a condition for democratic education in multicultural society.
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Dialogical ethics is essentially about the making of English education hospitable
to cultural differences. As we have argued, this becomes possible only insofar as both
the self and the Other are prepared to move into the space of cultural in-betweenness
in order to appreciate the value of difference, from a location that is outside of one’s
protective cultural shell. It is in this space, we believe, that teachers and students can
recognise the limitations of their respective ‘logocentric’ communities (cf. Derrida
1998) and their meaning-making practices. It is also here that textual practices can be
seen relationally – that is, in their co-presence and dialogical interaction. Central to
this pedagogical process of transculturation is the acknowledgment of differences as
a new semiotic basis for robust learning. This also suggests more numerous and more
fluid relationships between people using literacies in multiple ways and contributing
to the production of new meanings. In turn, this kind of ethical relations can mediate
the construction of new communal spaces in and through education. What education
would require, then, is to open up new learning possibilities for becoming a person
who is hospitable to strangers.
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